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Names of Fishes 

DANIEL M. COHEN 

INTRODUCTION 

Coml11ercial a nd s po rt fi s h e rm e n . 

the food process i ng indus try. con ­

sum e rs. sci e nti s ts. writ e rs. F ed e ra l a nd 

St a te a ge ncies. s tud e nt s a nd teac her... 
a nd man y oth e rs use na m es o f fis h e~. 

C o mmuni ca ti o n a bo ut th ese a nim a ls 

is o ft e n impa ired bec a use so m e kinds 
of fi sh es ha ve no n a m es. o th e rs h ave 

more than one name. a nd som e n a m es 

arc used fo r more th a n o ne kind o f 
fi s h . Th e o bv io us so luti o n w o uld be fo r 

eve ry s pec ies o f fi s h to h ave o ne na m e 

th a t was uni ve rsa ll y recogni zed a~ re­

felTin g to it a lone. Thi s a rti c le bri e fl y 

di sc usses some o f th e ca uses o f th e 

confus io n surro undin g fi sh na m es. 

SCIENTIFIC NAMES 

Beca use th ey a re esse nti a ll y less 

compl ex. le t us firs t cons id e r sc ie nti fic 
(La tin ) na m es. Th e rul es fo r th e fo r­

m a ti o n a nd use o f sc ie ntific na m es a re 

gO\ e rn ed by th e vo lunt a ry ad he re nce 
o f Loo log is ts to th e Int e rn a ti o n a l Cod e 

o f Zoo log ica l N o m e nc la ture ( I nt e rn a­

ti o n a l Commiss io n o n Z oo log ica l No­

m e nc la tu re. 1964 ). m os t rece ntl y re­

vised a nd publi s h ed in 1964. In 

es~e n ce. th e Cod e te ll s us th a t a zoo lo­
g is t w h o find s a s pec ies th a t lac ks a 

sc ie ntil ic na m e m ay descr ibe th e s pe­

c ies a nd g i\e it a L a tini zed na m e (s ub ­
ject to ce rt a in rul es and reco mm e nd a­
ti o n ~). 

Th e L a tini zed name i~ composed o f 

t\\ ° p a rt ~. L et LI S ta ke a~ an e \. a mpl e 
the goldfi~h . ClIrll.llilll 1I111'l11111. Clirl/l­

.Iil/.I is th e ge neric name: one or more 

s p ec ie~ m a) be inc lud ed in the ge nu ., 
and \.Iill lu \\ e C({r({ .1 lillI a~ the fi r,t 
pa rt l) f its sc ie nti lic name. The ,econd 

pa rt. 1I111'l11111. is th e spec i lic name and 
refcr~ to l) nl ) l) nC ~pcc i c' l)f ClIrllll/lll. 
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Bo th n ame~ togeth e r . C({rmlilll ({1I1'l1-

1111, m a k e up th e ~c i e nti fic name for 

th e s p ecies th a t '" e recog ni Le as the 
go ld fis h . In forma l u,age. th e name 
of th e or ig in a l d e,cr iber i, ,ometi me, 

g ive n : he nce. a reader m ight e nco u n­
te r ClIr({.I.lilll lIlIrllllll (Linn ae u,). 

Th e s ta rtin g po int for ,c ie nti fic 

na m es is a boo k b) th e Swed i, h bio lo­

g is t Linn ea us. pu b li s h ed in 1 7.5~. 0 

sc ie nti Ac n a m es pu b li s hed bcf'ore th a t 

d a t e a re admitt ed to th e ~y' t em I f. fo r 
a ny reaso n . a zoo log i, t gi\e, a ,cie n ­

ti Ac na m e to a , pec ic'> tha t a lread) ha, 

o ne. th e name \\o ith th e ear lies t d ate 

a ft e r 17.5 ~ takes precedence. I f. for 
a ny reaso n . th e same sc ien ti fic name i, 

g ive n to two , p eeies. th e las t-n amed 

o ne m ust be g iven a n ew na m e. Th is 

s "ste m offe rs a re lat ivc s tab le me th ­

od of eO l11muni cat ion . " P o i"on rouge" 
In Fre n c h . "chi n-) u" in Ch inc,e. 

"ch rusopa ro n " in G rcck. "aran) ha l" 
in H u nga ri a n . " k i ng) (1" in J apa nc,e. 

"zo lotoi rib ki " in R u"ian. ,.nd "do ra­
do" in Span i, h arc a ll different name, 

fo r \\0 hat "'c ca ll the go ldfi,h. Com­
m u nication about goldfi,h I, d iffi­

cult wi th o ut th e u n i\er,a ll ) recogn ized 

La tin name. C({rll.llilll ({{Irullll. It is a 
wor ldwide code \\ o rd. 

Int ernat io na l cu r rcne) not", ith-

s tand ing. sc ie nt ific name, cannot re­

p lace common name, for ,e\ eral 
reason,. La tin ha, no mean ing for the 

a\eragc per,o n : ha\lng t\\O \\llrd, In 

a name i, cumber,omc: and ,cientilic 

n allle~ arc ,ubJect w change. fl)r <1' 

\.\ e ll as being a \\ a) of communicating 
th e) ,ene a~ a \\orklng tllol l)t the 

,c ientist \\ ho e la"ilie, anllllal,. and .l' 

c las,ifiea t ion, change ,clentllic n.1IllC' 
Illa) dl) like\\ i,c. 

COMMON NAMES 

Cnmillon namc 'Ln L .! \ .trlCI\ III 
purpll,c, and an" n 1.111\ \\.1\ In 
fact. Ihe l)nh ch.lr .. L Lf IlL thc\ ,1J,trL 

I' th,ll thc\ ,lrL '1<'t l, lin I I' 1II1J~r-
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,1<lnU C,1111n1l 11 110"1111': Jlr.lr~rh 

,h'lliid Clln Id~r th" dlfferenl ).;lIhl 

Folk Names 

L I)Lal ,lr 1,'lk 11.1111': .IIL Ih l' 1.11 'c I 

cia" III C,ll11nhln n,II11C' 1 hc\ .Ir~ 

dceph .:ntr.:nchcd In Ihl' 1,1111l1lol" III 
a regll)n. and ,Irc ,)tll:n Iln\ lIlli'" ,k 
~cnptllc. hut ,\ll11L'III11C' IhL'11 "'rllllll 
arc 10,1 In th.: P.I,t I h.:\ 1l1.J\ 1'1,' Lill 

a, Illllch \.trutll'" \\ Ithlll .J III 'k 
langu.Jgc <I' dp g\lltlthh 11.1111,', 11,'I\\C<:11 

languagL" \11 L' ,1I111'fc I' II /( 1/1/)/, II/I 
11I1IIInicll'l. \\Id.:" klll\\\11 ,1\ Ihc I.Ul!l' 

moulh blaLk h.l" III .I 'llId\ ,t Ih, 

Cllmnllln n.ll11L\ .II'pllcd 1<1 Ihl' I III 

of Ihe ba" and 'lIlllhh f.ll11lh 1IIIIh 
(1904l 1J,lcd ~ \ dltfl'rl'lll L(ll1l111"11 

name, 1',1 [ Ihl' 'PL'C1l" \ k\\ ,,1 IhL[ 1 

arc: b lg-nl\luthcd tl "1I1 III f-.cnllld,\ 
c h ub and Ilel,hm.l1l In 0."llh ( ,11,,1111.1 

a nd Vlrglilla . CI'I\ ha , .111<1 111<' 

in Ind iana . gr.l" h.l' III \11111 L ,II 

gray ba-,., In \IIChl g,,[l . .,!IL'1l Ir,'lll 11 

Lo ui 'lana . Ill.lr,h h,I" "lid" pu,h 
and pll inled tall In Ohl<l .Illll pc h 
trou t and .Ium pcr Ihrllll ·Ihllli II 
Sou th . 01 C,)lIr,c m.lll\ III II' ,,' 11 II 

ha\e d ied out. hUI IhL I.lLI Ih II Ih 

once c\.i,ted and \lCI': 1I,.:fll III L' 

lllun icalll1g Il.lthln .J r':1!1l11 lIu 
", h at \llle \\rllcr 1:\I.ILil'(ld 

de,cnbed .I' 

that h.t\ e gfl\\\ 11 liP 

among llrdln.tr\ Pl'l pk 
An,lthcr ch.lr.lC\.:ll IlL 

namc, I, Ihc IdCI [h.lt 

Ikct a dilfcrull " 1<: 
lion th.ln dll 'LiLnIIIIL 11 
\ ented Cllmnlllll n 1 11<: 

'p':cle, 1.1' l.klllh'" h\ III 
nOl h.: dl,llngul I'll I d [ 

but .I 'Ingfc I,ll .. 

I' thL' d'lll'hll1 I h 
\\ hlLh IChlh\ ,I II,! 

Inven ted Na mes 



Morone saxati/is-rockfish in Ma ryl and , striped bas. in Cali fornIa . 

na mes. Ma ny ktnds of fis hes a re 
known to scie n t i st~ a lo ne a nd h a\ e 
only Lattn names. If. in wnttng o f o ne 
of these an ima ls a comm o n na me IS 
req u ired. o ne is in vent ed . Th e Amen­
can Fishenes SOCI ety (Ba il C). 1970) 

has listed all kno wn kin ds of fishes 
h\ing in the Un ited Sta tes a nd Ca nada 
to a depth of 200 me ters. So me of th c 
fishes on this list pre\ lomh lac kcd 
an) common name. and ot her; sha red 
a common name with o ne or mo re 
species. In order to insure a single 
common name for e\er) spec ies on th e 
list. a number of names were iment ed 
Another reason for tn\ entlng names 
IS the Importation into the U nit ed 
States of species from non-English­
speaking regions. The aquarium trade 
is the best example: a brief perusal of 
any authontatlve book on aquari u m 
fishes (for example. Sterba. 1962) wil l 
show man) fishes from South America 
and Africa for which English language 
names ha\c been Invented. In a popu­
lar booklet on Cahfornian deep-sea 
fishes. Fitch and Lavenberg (1968) 
invented common name; for species 
that pre\ iousl) lacked them. I n some 
situations. SCientists who desc ribe a 
previous l) unknown species a nd gi vc 
It a Lattn name also inve nt a com mon 
name. T h iS practicc is comm o n in 
Japan. 

USERS OF COMM ON NAM ES 

lea th er as a sh oe. a rc Ylrtually In­
sepa ra ble Th erefo re. I n add I t I on to 

sen In g as a sho rth a nd wa \ of commu ­
ni ca tin g. na m cs becomc part of thc 
to ta l concep t o f a n o bJ cct. Comidcr . 
for exa mpl e. a n a ng ler wh o assoc ia tes 
th e fi sh th at SC l e ntl~ts kn o \\ as \1/( rop-

11'1'11.1 sU/llwu/n With thc na me g rcen 
trout. If h e IS sen ed In thinkin g abo ut 
\1 . 1lI/lIIou/n or In communi catin g 
with o th ers about It b) th e na mc 
g ree n t rou t. a nd If th e na me la rge­
mo ut h bass has no mea nin g. th c n to 
him gree n trout IS th a t kind of tJsh . 
o ffiC ial p rono uncemenh no t\\ I th ­
s ta nd tng 

Bu t even so. se \ e ra l fie ld o f Int e rcs t 
have a clear necd for a stng le o r at 
leas t a dcs lg na tcd prim a ry na me with 
a hi gh communi ca ti o n \ a lu c. a nd th c 
d iffic ult tas k o f e \ a lua ttn g a nd choos­
ing a m o ng a \ a il a bl e na m es has bee n 
attempt ed . 

In th e a nnu a l a tl o na l l arln e 
F ish eries S en Ice pu b li cati o n " Fisher­
ies St atistics of The U nitcd States" a 
glossar) is present ed which li sts scicn ­
tific and co mm o n nam es . including 
fo r m a ny speclcs alternati\ e common 
na mes. Th e nam es used a re those wi th 

whi c h th e Serv ice is best abl e to 
commun icate with its varied cl ientele . 

Th e Food a nd Dru g Admini stra­
ti o n is concc rn ed with na m es o f food 
fh h es a nd deah with a set o f na mes 
th at mi gh t be te rm ed semi legal . Thi s 
agency IS c ha rged wit h m a int a inin g 
sta ndards of Ide ntit y a nd Its reg ul a­
ti o ns req u ire th a t labe lin g mu q not be 
fa lse or m islead in g . In decidin g wha t 
common namcs ma)- be used b) th e 
food proccss lng and d ls tnb u t ln g In ­
dustries . th c)- se lcct (w hen such CX lstS) 
a namc that IS common or usual from 
th c \Iewpo lnt of the general pu bli c 
wh o usc and purchase lish produ c ts . 
A llowah le namcs are deCided on a 
casc-b) -ca'>e haSis 

Bccause the) often wnte for a Wide 
audience . outdoor wnters are ano th er 
g roup reqUirin g common names that 
d ll not va ry regional ly The Outdoor 
Wnt ers ASSOCiati o n of Amenca (1962 ) 

has att emptcd to pro mote stablht) by 
publIShin g a Itst of sClcntific and com ­
mon namcs 0 1 principal America n 
sp llrtllshes . Although the) hope their 
comm o n names are wldel) accepted . 
th c) ha \ c annotat ed their list and 
prc~cnted ma n\ \\ Idel) used alterna­
ti \ e nam e~ 

Th c sClentillc communit ) depends 
chldl) on The American Fisheries 
Soc let) It,t of U.S and Canadian 
fishes (Bai Ie) . 1970). a comprehensi ye 
a nd authontatl\e gUide to SCientific 
names compiled b) a committee of 
expert ichth) o logists . u nfortu natel) . 
the general reference \a lue of th is list 
fo r common names IS lim ited for 
se\ eral reasons . A Iter nate common 
names are not lis ted \\ it h each sc ie n­
tific a nd primary common name. bu t 
are . for the most part. re legated to th e 
index . A lterna te common na m e CO\'er-

One of the chi ef p ro bl ems. ho weve r. 
conce rns fish es th at have nl o re th a n 
o ne comm o n na me. Users of nam es 
have stro ng att achm e nt s to th e famil ­
Iar. N a mes of o bjects a re so important 
to us th at we tend to merge th e nam e 
with th e id ea o f th e o bject. The idea 
of a piece of leath e r ti ed a round th e 
toot. a nd th e nam e of th e p iece of Onc orhynchus tshawytscha--k ing salmon in California , ch inook in Alaska . 
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agc I'> re~trictcd . And no doc um c nt a­
ti o n i, givc n fo r comm o n n am c~. no t 
eve n to th e r o int of indi ca tin g w hi ch 
arc co ined a nd w hi c h are fo lh. n ame~ 

DISCUSSION 

r o r lega l rcaso ns a nd o th e r ~pec i al 

purro,> c~ th e rc is a c lcar need for 
ce rt a in h.ind ~ o f Rshcs to have w idc ly 
acccpt ed "offi c ia l" or " pri m a ry" com ­

m o n n am c~. S uc h na m e'> m ay ap pl y 
stri c tl y to a ,> in gle bio log ical SpCC I C~. 

m ay a pp ly to lesser catego ri es . or ma~ 
in c lude m o re th a n o ne biological '>pe­
c ie : o nl y th e user's needs ca n di ctate. 
SCienti s ts have L a ti n na m es a\a il able 
a nd a rc d epe nd e nt to a fa r l e~~e r de­
gree o n co mm o n na m es for co mmun i­
ca t io n . Th ere is no good rea~o n to 
invc nt co mm o n na m es for spec ies 
trea ted o n ly by c ie nti s ts . 

Th e re is grea t need fo r a ge nera l 
li st of Rs h na m es. w hi c h repo rts o n 
w hi ch comm o n na m es a rc used . Such 
a li s t sho u ld have b road cO l erage of 
a lt e rn a t ive na m es. Use rs sho ul d be 
ab le to lea rn w heth e r na m es are in ­
ve nt ed or fo lh. na;-nes. Sou rces ot 
in ve nt ed na m es sho u ld be descr ibed 
a nd a lso th e degree to w hi ch they arc 
used- th a t is . w heth er th ey are fou nd 
o nl y in books o r have e nt ered th e 
spo h. en la nguagc as we ll. Fo lh. namc'> 
sho ul d be id cnt ified as to reg ion . and 
th ci r d egree of usage sho ul d abo bc 
indicated . The e.\. te nt to which com­
mon names coi nc ide w ith bio logical 
s p cc i c~ shou ld bc d isc us\cd . Such a 
gc nera l li st . th oroughl ~ documen tcd 
a nd cro~s- i ndc'\ed. wou ld ~ef\ e a, an 
in l 'a lu ab lc sou rce of da ta for t hosc 
w ho require in format ion on. and mw,t 
m a h. e d ec i ~ i om, about. common namc'> 
of lis h e~ . 

SUMMARY 

N amc, of R~hc,> are bas l call~ l)1 t ll O 
h. ind,. in lentcd and fo lh. name~. C;;clcn ­
ti llc namc, arc Inlcnted and arc 
u,u a ll ~. bu t nl)t al\la~,. -.table hOIl­
cl cr. th c~ arc not ,uitablc fl)r cler~ ­

da~ u' c. Sl)me common namc, ,Ire ill'l) 
inl ent ed a nd ma~ be important. a, Il)r 
!ish e, impo rt cd fr(H11 forel gn language 
regil) n, f- l) lh. name, mal I ar~ regll)n ­
a lii . T hel l)rtg lnate In manl 11.11' .\Ild 
thei r u, age " llhen deepl~ rl)l)tcd 
\ afll1 u, ' I.'gmen t, llf the Cl)mnll)11 
name-u\ln g publiC l)ften the Litllerent 
name' fllr th e , ame peClI." ,lr the 

'>a m c name for dtllcrent 'rCCIC, 
comm on name mal not clllnclLic 
c\.acll ) WIth thc La t lll namc III a hl "­
log ical speCie, . Bccau,c man) C,)mnllln 
namc'> halc a h igh communication 
va lue a nd hal e al,o hccomc part l)f 

th e idea of thl.' animal . It 11111 prohabil 
bc Impossiblc for cach ,rCClc'> to haIL 
o nc common name that refcr,> to that 
,> pec ies a lo ne . U'>cr'> of common name, 
for spec ial purposes halc attempted 
to list th e name, that ,CflC thclll hest 
A wel l-documcn tcd general 11'>1. In ­
cluding a lterna t il c namcs. i, needed . 
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